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Lincoln Brigham

The Do-It-Yourself Climbing Rope

Lincoln Brigham spends about 15 bucks at the hardware store
and braids his way to a 15-foot climbing rope.

Lincoln Brigham

Climbing ropes have long been a staple of CrossFit and military training programs.

Rope dates back thousands of years, almost certainly predating the invention of the wheel, making it one of
the first tools of prehistoric man. The ability to climb has often been the difference between life and death,

success and failure.
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Lincoln Brigham

Rope ...

(continued)

Climbing also has a long tradition of providing a great
workout for the grip and pulling muscles. Climbing ropes
offer a tremendous functional workout, whether used
as part of an obstacle course or WOD or in a tug-of-war
contest. Rope climbing was even an event in the first
several Olympic Games, with the competition being a
timed ascent without the use of legs to a height of up to
14 meters.

Despite the obvious benefits of thick rope work, many
CrossFit gyms do not have climbing ropes. In some gyms
that do, I've heard complaints about the cost and reliability
of the equipment. In 2004, CrossFit HQ narrowly avoided
a serious injury when the splice on their commercially
purchased climbing rope came undone, sending the
trainee tumbling to the ground.

In many CrossFit affiliates, the owners have spliced their
own ropes with mixed results. The main complaint with
splicing the rope is that, besides the risk of an amateurish
splice coming undone, the rope becomes increas-
ingly thick at the top for an inconsistent and sometimes
untenable gripping surface. This article offers a cost-
effective do-it-yourself (DIY) solution for making your own
climbing rope—and we'll avoid splicing altogether.

What You'll Need:

Sizing the Rope and Buying Supplies

The key to this project is taking readily available,
inexpensive rope and braiding it into a thicker rope
suitable for climbing. We'll take four long strands of rope
and use what is called an “eight-strand square braid! The
neat trickis that by doubling up the four strands, you create
a loop at the top that can be used to secure the rope—no
splice needed.

Words of wisdom for
every project:
Measure twice, cut once.

The default length and thickness of the rope for this
project will be 9-15 feet long and 1.5 inches thick, with
a cost of between $10 and $20. If that fits your needs,
then a quick trip to your local hardware store is all you
require. If you want a longer or a thicker rope, the cost,
complexity and time needed to
finish this project will go up, but
not unmanageably.

The rope to get is 3/8-inch
braided polypropylene,
commonly sold in prepackaged
100-foot lengths for about $10.
Figure that each of the four
strands used in the braid needs
to be about triple the length of
the finished product. A 100-foot
package will braid into approxi-
mately 9 feet of climbing rope.
Two 100-foot packages will result
ina 15- or 16-foot climbing rope.

Your investment is time rather
than money. You can get everything
you need for a rope for between
$10and $20.
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Lincoln Brigham

Rope ... (continued)

If you buy more than one package, get different colors.
This will make keeping track of the braiding process much
easier, and the end result will have a visually pleasing
pattern. Kids in particular love the brightly colored
climbing ropes. That said, don't get yellow hollow-core
poly rope—even though it's cheap—because it has too
much stretch.

Bear in mind that braiding becomes exponentially faster
as the rope gets shorter. A braiding project more than 20
feet long is for people with way too much time on their
hands and in desperate need of a hobby. A 9-foot rope
might take a third as much time as a 15-foot rope. Also
note that at the local hardware stores it's only economical
to buy rope in 50- and 100-foot increments. Rope by the
foot is much cheaper online.

The starting point: One of the best features of the rope is that
the loop you create here will be far stronger than any splice.

Three, Two, One... Go!

Think of this project as a grip workout for time.
After you've picked out your rope, cut it into four equal
segments and double them over. A heated blade works
great for cutting polypropylene because it seals the ends
as you cut. Mark the center of each rope with tape. Tie the
center of the strands to a post. If you are using two different
colors of rope, arrange the strands so that one color (four
strands) is in your right hand and the other color is in your
left. Leave enough of a loop at the top so that you could
pass a 2-inch pipe through it. This will be the loop you
use to attach the finished rope to a joist, eye bolt, pipe,
etc. The loop should be big enough to pass the finished
rope through.

You're just about ready to start braiding. Do you have
friends? Workout partners? Someone who owes you
money? This would be a most excellent time to grab them.
The braiding process will go more than twice as fast if one
person braids and another person straightens out the
loose ends as you go.

Fair warning: If you want to try to braid a 20-foot rope all
by yourself and want to be done by Christmas, I'd suggest
starting in November. Better yet, reconsider and find
someone who owes you a favor. Have some masking tape
handy to tape up a half-finished rope if you want to take a
break. Look for the tape now, not later.

The basic braiding pattern is as follows:
1. Line up the strands in columns, one through eight.

2. With four strands in your left hand and four in your right,
take the outermost strand in your left hand (Strand 1) and
move it over five strands then back under two. Move it
back to the inside of the strands in your left hand—it is
now Strand 4.

3. Pick out the outermost strand in your right hand, Strand
8. Move it over five strands and back under two. It should
be placed back in your right hand, this time as Strand 5.

Tighten the braid by pulling your hands apart.

Repeat steps one through four until you are at the end of
your rope—or your wits end.

That's it:
Five over, two under. Tighten. Straighten. Repeat.

Starting with the outside strand on the left, move the strand
over five strands and back under two strands. The strand you
moved will now be the innermost of the four on the left.
Repeat on the other side.
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Rope ... (continued)

Don't overly tighten the braid for the first few rounds or
the loop at the top will be too small. As you braid, keep
telling yourself, “Outside left: five over, two under. Outside
right: five over, two under” If you have two different colors
of rope, one color should always be on the right, the other
on the left.

If you've got a partner, switch off at regular intervals. One
person braids while the other straightens out the strands.
Braiding this stuff is a heck of a grip workout, so if you're
doing more than one rope, you can get two- or three-
person teams together and compete to see which team
can finish first. If you take a break, use the masking tape to
tape up the strands in sequential order so you can easily
pick up where you left off.

Once you've finished braiding the rope to the desired
length, temporarily secure the loose ends with masking
tape. If you're in a rush to finish, you can simply wrap some
duct tape tightly around the end and cut the tag ends
off with a hot knife. For a more professional look, use the
instructions below and accompanying diagram to apply a
whip finish to the end.

Cut a length of twine or string about 10 feet long. Cut
another length of twine about eight inches long. Lay the
short length of string in a loop along the rope, and then
wind the long twine tightly around both the main rope
and the middle of the small loop for about an inch and a
half. Be sure to leave the top ends of the loop protruding
above the wrap.

Once you've wrapped about 1.5 inches of the main rope,
put the end of the twine through the loop, then pull the
protruding threads above the wrap to pull the end of the
twine upwards. Trim the loose ends of the loop, and use a
hot knife to trim and seal the ends of the rope.

Options for Thicker Rope

If you want a rope thicker than 1.5 inches, there are a
couple of options. The first option is to simply get thicker
rope than 3/8-inch poly. You'll probably have to get this
online. Half-inch manila goes for about 33 cents a foot in
bulk or $145 for a 600-foot spool. That should be enough
for three 15-foot-long, 2-inch-thick climbing ropes. If you're
using manila, tape up the loose ends with masking tape to
keep them from unraveling. Braided nylon rope has a soft
feel and is available in a variety of diameters. Avoid hollow-
core braided rope.

If you need to take a break, use masking tape to ensure
you don't lose the pattern. Saying “I'll remember” will
usually result in strange knots in your rope.

You can wrap the end of the rope in duct tape and
start climbing, or you can go one step further and give
your project a professional finish.

To finish the project, a long piece of twine is wrapped around

the main rope and a small loop. After about 1.5 inches of

wrapping, the end of the long piece is then fed through the

loop, which is pulled tight. At that point, you can cut off the
ends of the rope below the braid for a slick finish.
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Rope ... (continued)
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To make a thicker rope, use the exact same pattern but braid
around a core rope with a diameter of about a half inch.

The other option is to follow the instructions above while
braiding a core into the rope. Purchase 3/8-inch or 1/2-inch
rope equal in length to the desired finished product.
Braid around this core using the same basic eight-strand
braiding pattern as before, always keeping the core rope
in the center of the eight braiding strands.

Mounting and Safety Considerations
“How much is a rope like this rated to hold?”

That's probably the most common question, but it's not
the right question. The rope itself will have a rating well
above any 300 Ib. trainee attempting to climb it. The real
strength of the rope will be determined by how well it is
mounted. As any fisherman knows, line usually breaks at
the knot. Any failure will be because of fraying at the loop
or breakage of the hardware at the attachment. Avoid
using cheap eye bolts. Check the loop for signs of wear.

The other safety goal is to reduce the potential and severity
of accidents. Murphy’s Law of Rope Climbing states that
falling climbers will always land on the rope and thus badly
roll their ankles. Therefore, insist that all descents are done

hand-over-hand. Just like climbing Mt. Everest, don't climb
to the top if you are too tired to climb back down. Use
crash pads whenever possible. Have chalk available. When
children are around, supervise the ropes or put them out
of reach. Never let anyone use the end loop in a tug of war
or otherwise wrap the rope around themselves.

So start climbing! Learn techniques to climb with the
feet. Work on hands-only climbs. Hang for time. Loop
the middle of the rope over the pullup bar, run the ends
through the resulting loop and do L-chinups. Get teams of
two or three and play tug-of-war.

Have fun!

About the Author

Lincoln Brigham is a certified strength & conditioning
specialist (NSCA) and a US.A. Weightlifting certified club
coach, and he holds CrossFit Level 2, Gymnastics and Nutrition
certifications. Lincoln has been coaching Olympic weight-
lifting since 2001, competes regularly in masters weightlifting,
and has been involved in CrossFit since 2003. At the age of 18
months he climbed to the top of an eight-foot-tall bookcase
before being caught.

The author’s mother
documented her son'’s
love of climbing in

this painting based

on apicture taken in a
California lemon grove
in 1966.

Courtesy of
Phyllis Brigham
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